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For my dear mother, who bears no relation

at all to the mother depicted in this story


It was they that possessed him and made him their own to the innermost thought, to the slightest stir of blood, to his last breath

Lord Jim, Joseph Conrad
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Chapter 1

It was hot in Bangunes. Nothing much stirred except the guinea fowl, which roused themselves from their torpor from time to time to rush dementedly about before settling back into their dusty, backyard existence amongst the melon skins and corn cobs of the town’s Victoria Road. There these schizophrenic birds would pretend to be chickens for a while, scratching in the dust unskilfully, or squatting comfortably in the shade of a burnt-out car. On a whim they would soon be off again at a mad, staccato gallop, giving full voice to their anxieties for a few minutes, before plumping themselves up again in the dust. There was no discernible cause for their anxiety.

Bangunes was a town which was supported almost entirely by Scandinavian aid. This aid found its way to the lively market of Victoria Road. Volvo marine engines were used as generators; high-protein soup mixes were taken as a medicine by infertile women; fat and virile bulls were eaten at presidential banquets; NATO arctic survival huts, donated by the Norwegians, now housed the President’s bodyguard; surgical gloves, made in Finland, were used for washing up by the metropolitan sophisticates and as contraceptives by the slighter forest people; the new automatic telephone exchange, donated by Denmark, had left its crates (marked ambiguously GIFT OF THE DANISH PEOPLE COME IN PEACE) to reappear in the enamel basins of the market mammies as electrical components; circuit boards could be bought along with Bang and Olufsen television sets. Beside this transmogrified technology, the traditional products of Banguniland were to be had: green edible monkeys in basket cages, scrawny chickens, spiny prickly pears, livid forest fruits, iguanas, the skins of medicinal animals, sacks of maize meal, powdered and shaved horn, beads of ostrich shell, feathers of the great loerie, the tails of cheetah and woven mats. Almost the only thing you could not buy in the market was the flour given by the German Federal Republic, which went straight to the Italian baker in Ndongo (formerly Speke) Square, to be made into croissants for the diplomatic community. This community had shrunk over the years as Banguniland’s promise had failed to be realised. The truth was, there was nothing in Banguniland to excite the desires of the more avid consuming nations. Long searches of the interior by planes, trailing sensitive equipment in ovoids of plexiglass, had failed to find any minerals. When the taste for avocado dip declined in the West, the abandoned avocado ranch along the Banguni River had quickly turned itself into an avocado arboretum, producing giant trees and tiny dry fruits, sportive woods run completely insane. The game park, established by the World Wildlife Fund and opened by Prince Bernhardt of the Netherlands, had long ago reverted to its previous existence as a piece of wild scrubland inhabited by a small and fluctuating population of animals and nomads. Nobody visited it because it was inaccessible in the rainy season and in the dry season the animals, and the nomads, moved to a large swamp beyond the first row of the Malanja Hills. There had once been plans to turn this, too, into a game reserve, but the word at the World Wildlife headquarters in Geneva was that Banguniland had slipped from the first division. Bangunes was thus spared another invasion of bearded men in zebra-striped Land Rovers.

Although the Scandinavians and sporadically the European Economic Community still gave money and staples of one sort and another, the rest of the world had assigned Banguniland to the boneyard. No mineral wealth, no cheap primary products, and a succession of charmless presidents, the latest being President Ndongo, had proved all too easily ignored by the consumer nations. Strategically the country was useless, too, because the Banguni River issued forth from the hinterland into a delta which was controlled by the Portuguese enclave of Puerta Nueva. The title deed to Puerta Nueva gave this natural harbour to the Portuguese in perpetuity. Since their own revolution, the Portuguese had been too preoccupied with the paperwork of quickly passing governments ever to reach a final agreement with the evanescent regimes in Banguniland. The river, once navigable by large lighters and steam tugs, was now a dangerous channel again which required specialist knowledge and powerful outboard engines to negotiate. In consequence Bangunes Port, with its sturdy and optimistic colonial buildings, was now suffering the sort of decay to which everything in Banguniland was subject. Schemes to dredge the twelve miles to the coast again had been abandoned. The last steam dredger had run aground on a sand bank when a boiler blew only three months before. Arab dhows with diesel marine engines sometimes made the age-old trip, taking out with them domestic servants, usually young girls, and bringing in transistor radios, Honda motorcycles and Porsche sunglasses.

It had not always been so. In 1959, when my father and Mrs Mary de Luth had made their trip for National Geographic, Mrs de Luth had described the country as ‘Africa’s promised land, and land of promise’. This was a reference to the small and secretive tribe of the deep interior, who were believed to be an ancient Israelite sect, famed for their work in brass and gold. On this expedition, my father had been drowned in an accident with an overloaded ferry. His foot, so Mrs de Luth said in her letter, had become entangled in the webbing holding one of the Land Rovers secure when the ferry struck a submerged object and the Land Rover fell over the side. ‘I deliberated for some time before I decided to carry on our work. I believed then, and I believe now, that I owed it to the memory of your husband and to the readership of National Geographic. Richard Burton [she was referring to the explorer] once wrote “Travellers are mostly an angry race.” This did not apply to your husband. A more agreeable man it would be hard to find.’ At the time of my father’s last, and only, trip for National Geographic, Bangunes was regarded as a mysterious and seductive town, and Banguniland as a colourful and promising country. The fine artwork of the Israelite tribespeople, and Speke’s testimony to the grace and courteousness of some of the tribes he had met in 1868, contributed to this lingering impression of a land of milk and honey. Mrs de Luth did nothing to dispel this illusion as she travelled energetically in her top coat.

‘The author finds it more comfortable to travel in the Tropics in a top-coat, a tip she learnt from the Bedouin Arabs,’ reads one caption as she stands, a dead ringer for Eleanor Roosevelt, inspecting a collection of intricately carved bronzes made by the soi-disant Hebrews in the interior using the tricky lost-wax method. This tribe lived under a grove of enormous wild African fig trees. ‘Rumour has it these trees were brought from the Jordan Valley nine hundred years ago,’ she wrote. They had since been shown to be a fairly commonplace species known as ficus capensis whose fruits had medicinal powers. Because these fruits hang in huge, fecund clusters, goats and other animals are sometimes sacrificed beneath the trees in order to encourage fertility in women. Nothing much was known of this Jewish tribe since the troubles. They had been massacred and dispersed, and their treasures looted. A few survivors had been removed to Israel, where they were learning Hebrew and living in a special camp, their Jewishness hotly disputed, but somehow authenticated by the ghastly pogrom which had undoubtedly taken place in the interior. If ever history has footnotes, they will be in the finest type.

 

I was looking for a trader, named R. Patel, but nothing stirred in Victoria Road except the deranged guinea fowl. Patel, sensibly, must have retired from the uncertainties of an African afternoon. I could picture him in the cool interior of a rambling house, regaining his composure after a hot and comforting curry, perhaps with sweet mango juice from the Kelvinator, soothed by the cadences, the puppy noises, of family life. The ambiguity of the African self, its lack of moorings in this world, he could perhaps explain to himself in the palliatives of the Bhagavadgita: the true self is unknowable, but realisable in a miniaturised way through knowledge of the self in man. Perhaps the ‘R’ in ‘R. Patel, General Traders (Pty Ltd)’ was Rabindranath. I had written to Patel for supplies and received his handwritten confirmation that they would be ready. Victoria Road ran absolutely straight for about a mile. At either end it gave up life and became a track quickly multiplying into a series of paths, leading off into the scrub. Victoria Road was bisected by Zwane Street, which led from the old residential quarter on a slight rise, down to the port, by way of the Anglican church. The Anglican church was surrounded by a grove of jacaranda trees. It was built of local stone, crudely dressed, at a glance giving the illusion of a church in Gloucestershire. Victoria Road was made up of low buildings, with shopfronts shaded by tin roofs, leading onto cement verandas. But many buildings were missing, perhaps burned out in the troubles, or perhaps simply decayed and collapsed, rotten teeth in an untended mouth. These gaps in the street had been colonised by nomads with their goats and dogs. The very poor lived there too in shelters of palm fronds and plastic bags and bits of wood. Some of these people approached me as I searched for Patel in the heavy stillness of the afternoon. Their faces had acquired a state of grace, of imperturbability, caused, I guessed, by the certainty that they were going to die soon. I gave them some money which they took without apparent excitement, before walking away, their long, thin legs almost too frail to carry the little bundle of bones and rags filling in the gap between their legs and their large, gaunt heads. I found Patel’s shop. It was shuttered. There was no sign to say when he would be back from his repose. I wished then that I had never made the trip to this mortuary of a country. The people were dying; the fabric of the town was dying; hope and promise had long since died.

At that moment a pale green Pontiac pulled up beside me. It was a 1951 model, identical to the one my father had bought when we first lived in America. When he bought it, it was already, we reported anxiously and disloyally, old enough to raise questions among our neighbours. Yet here, nearly thirty years later, was the identical model, Indian chief stone-faced up front, plastic leather-look seats, stick shift on the steering column, sunshade over the windscreen. It had a rather insubstantial rear, which later models moulded into extravagant fish tails of chrome and steel. The driver rested one delicate arm, as muscled but fine as an antelope’s, on the sill. His face, with its dark hair, sunglasses and even features, presented the blank gaze of a building by Mies van der Rohe.

‘Are you lost, sir?’ he asked.

‘No. I am wondering what to do. I am supposed to meet a Mr Patel who is supplying me with some equipment.’

‘Mr R. Patel is sleeping now, sir. He will open again at four o’clock.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I will take you on a tour of Bangunes in the intervening hour.’

I wanted to ride in the Pontiac.

‘OK,’ I said.

‘Where do you wish to go, sir?’

‘What’s there to see?’

‘What about the People’s Conference Centre, where the Organisation of African Unity met in 1979?’

‘No thanks. Let’s go down to the port.’

I watched him pull the stick towards him and down for first gear. We drove smoothly along Victoria Road and turned into Zwane, past the church. The driver glanced at me from time to time, smiling from within his disguise.

‘My name is Frederick, sir. My African name is Ngwenya.’

‘How do you do?’

‘Fine, sir. I know who you are.’

‘You do?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Are you a taxi driver?’

‘No, sir, presently I am a student.’

The University of Bangunes, once a pet project of UNESCO, had closed since the troubles. In Africa universities were seen, with some accuracy, as focal points for all the malcontents and ideamongers in the country. Along with the television station, they are the first to go in times of trouble.

The plastic seats were sticking to my back and the underside of my thighs. We drove past the embassy and aid district, a collection of compounds with a plentiful supply of Land Cruisers and official cars parked in the shade of woven reed garages, an ethnic touch adapted from the native architecture. These cars gave a sense of purpose and activity to the foreign missions. They stood there, material proof of their governments’ wealth and technological mastery, admittedly stalled for the moment here in Banguniland, but serving an important totemistic function, nonetheless.

The old port, like those remnants of the past in our own big cities, had a comforting charm. The port had probably never been more than a series of wooden jetties poking out into the Bangunes River, but it was served by a cluster of Portuguese, tiled buildings, admirably suited to the dilapidation of the passing years, wooden shutters hanging on one hinge, stucco walls flaking and paving stones rising unevenly in the cool inner courtyards. The harbourmaster’s house had lost its roof, but palm fronds and reed thatch filled the gaps.

Overlooking the largest jetty was Brannigan’s Hotel. I had often looked at a picture of Mrs de Luth and my father with their porters ranged outside Brannigan’s at the start of the journey to the interior. It is the last picture of my father.

He stands, half his face in deep shade from his solar topee. Next to him is Mrs de Luth, veiled like an aristocratic beekeeper, in her topcoat. The porters stand beside custom-made boxes and cases. They are at ease, but they have a purposeful look, fired no doubt by Mrs de Luth’s zeal. She has about her a no-nonsense look, a gung-ho directness; my father, perhaps in response to this unspoken ethic, carries a clipboard. Because of the shade cast by his topee, it is impossible to see his expression. His chin, however, juts confidently into the sunshine. His forearms are hairless, but well formed. He is wearing long shorts, British naval style, which make the bottom half of his legs look somewhat puny. To one side of this purposeful group stands another white man in a very heavy tweed suit. I take this to be Mr Brannigan. If there was ever a Mr Brannigan, nobody had a recollection of him now. My student taxi driver, Ngwenya, pronounced it ‘Brengun’. He suggested we have a drink in Brengun’s Hotel.

There was a picture of the Wicklow Hills on the wall above the bar, gone yellow, with the edges curling up osmotically, which made me think Mr Brannigan was from there.

The bar was empty. We sat at a table with a view down to the muddy bank of the river immediately below, the jetty, to which a canoe made entirely of one piece of tree was tied, and to the opposite shore, a mysterious place from which some smoke rose lazily into the afternoon sky. The sky was not so much blue as white. The river flowed by towards Puerta Nueva in a thick, green brown. It was like seawater in mid-ocean, dangerously deep and powerful. The river bank immediately beneath us was, I now saw, covered with tiny scuttling crabs, going about their territorial business, in a way nature films (I know) can make interesting and exciting. From here, with a warm Mauritian beer in my hand, the mud appeared at a glance to be moving fitfully as a consequence, suggesting primal upheaval.

‘I know why you are here,’ said Ngwenya.

‘You do?’ His face was as graceful as his faunlike arms. Without his glasses his eyes were brown and bright, and his face had lost its inscrutability. I guessed he was about twenty-five.

‘You are here to solve the mystery, sir.’

‘You should not believe everything you read in newpapers. Particularly not the Bangunes Times,’ I said. ‘There’s no mystery.’

But there was a mystery. Not, as the Bangunes Times had fancifully said, ‘The mystery of his father’s disappearance on an expedition to seek lost treasure’. The mystery was why this ill-assorted couple had set off together. Why had Mrs de Luth, with her unblinking, Lutheran gaze, taken my father (no traveller he) on this expedition? She was a redoubtable traveller who died in her bed in Georgetown in 1978, aged eighty-four, after many an expedition for National Geographic. She had visited Hiroshima in 1951 and written this caption: HIROSHIMA HAS ALL BUT RECOVERED FROM THE BLAST. THE AUTHOR BUYS GLASS AND POTTERY FUSED BY THE BOMB’S HEAT. In the picture she is not wearing her topcoat as she towers over the souvenir shopowner, presumably to avoid becoming too cool in the Japanese winter.

I could picture them, sitting in this bar, looking at the same smudgily typewritten menu which Ngwenya had so recently handled in hope. Oxtail soup, breaded lamb chops or Wiener Schnitzel with seasonal vegetables and steamed pudding and custard. The vanished Mr Brannigan himself would have held the menu in his pudgy, homesick hands; my father with his characteristic desire to impress would have demanded the wine list. Mrs de Luth would have fixed him with her pale, intense eyes, the Baltic blue of them as unreal as a U-Boat commander’s in a war film. My father would have taken the wine from Mr Brannigan and poured it himself. He had a little trick of turning the bottle at the last moment, to avoid drops. Perhaps the police patrol boat would have tied up, disembarking a district officer and a police superintendent, fresh out from England, for a nightcap and a chinwag.

Frederick Ngwenya asked if he could come on my expedition.

‘It’s hardly an expedition. It’s just a trip. This is the age of tourism, not travel.’

This second-hand aphorism did not deter him. He ordered us each another beer, smiling.

‘This is the age of anything, sir,’ he said.

The river outside, conscientiously carrying the last of the inland topsoil down towards Puerta Nueva and the open sea, was quickly becoming molten gold as the sun lowered towards the tops of the kiatt trees on the opposite bank, so that it matched the colour of the lager we were drinking. This was the hour of irrepressible madness and happiness in Africa, when sober missionaries turned lustful eyes on creamy schoolgirls in their congregations and planters sat gratefully on their verandas, porches and stoops, thanking God for not being in Europe. For the African it was a blush, a gesture of goodwill, before the uneasiness of the night, which closes fast after this technicolor interlude. I could see Mrs de Luth at this hour up country, sitting at a camp table, sorting out her rolls of film, perhaps making careful records of film speeds and exposures, sipping a drink based on an old Lapp remedy. Where is my father? Is he typing up his notes? No, he has never learnt to type; it disturbs his flow. He is sitting on a rock, gin sling in hand, looking near-sightedly towards a pool of hippo whose tugboat sounds are starting up in earnest now. They remind him of fat and elderly clubmen on a night in town without their wives, as they set off lumbering and chortling into the gathering dark. Mrs de Luth goes early to bed; there is about her an equine directness which is, perhaps, beginning to irritate my father; he sits with his weak eyes no longer seeing in the crepuscular gloom. The rising noises of the surrounding scrub, with all their unfamiliar resonances, perhaps make him aware of his dependence upon the great traveller in this new life of his. Who is he, the erstwhile animal-feed expert, to harbour any ill feelings towards her? Travellers, she said, are an angry race, but not my dad. No, he would have been enthralled by the collaboration. The only mystery is what was in it for her.

Under the influence of two Mauritian beers, Frederick Ngwenya’s eyes had lost their brightness. I had noticed this before in some Africans – drunkenness signalled by a colouring of the whites of the eyes. The Mauritian beer was very strong; I had forgotten Patel completely.

‘Sir, I know what happened to your father,’ said Ngwenya.

It was dark now on the river outside. A huge fire flared up on the distant bank.

Hold on. Let us pause for a moment. This student taxi driver, with his delicate forearms and cheddar eyes, was a fabulist. What happened to my father? How could he know? I had not even come to Africa to find out. That sort of quest happens only in journalists’ imaginations, where outdated literary models linger on. Journalists attempt to impose a recognisable form, a comforting myth, on unrelated facts. Hence the article in the Bangunes Times, describing the mystery of my father’s death. Here, where many of the other values of the Western world were sensibly disregarded, the need to give fabulous qualities to essentially meaningless events was highly esteemed. President Ndongo’s short and brutal military career had been invested with imaginary qualities. The government itself had long ago abandoned any practical function; instead it had taken the roles of shaman, witch doctor and prophet to itself. In the years since independence, the bush had become a sort of netherworld from which the fortunate escaped to the city. They wanted nothing from this deadbeat zone; everything was in town. As Muhammad Ali said, ‘Zaire must be great, I have never seen so many Mercedes.’ When my father headed off into the bush all those years ago, it was regarded as an area of rich promise, the raw material of anthropology, topography, cartography and mineralogy all waiting to be assigned their rightful place in the order of things. But the heart of darkness was not merely asleep, as Mrs de Luth had written (‘a slumbering giant, of infinite possibility’), but officially declared dead, along with the avocado ranch. So any idea that Ngwenya might have had of some substantive explanation emanating from the interior was absurd. Nothing much emanated from the bush now except nomads, wide-eyed and timorous, carrying woven coops of edible rodents and pathetically balding chickens. Fact was no longer hard currency in Banguniland. The purposes of things had been changed and the meaning of words to describe them had consequently had to adapt. The timetables in the airline office had only symbolic value; the President announced new five-year plans, which everyone knew could never be started; the chain of causation had been broken forever. So Frederick Ngwenya was certainly a fabulist, as susceptible as the next man to the sweet gases of magic and untruth which rose from the river outside.

‘I know what happened to your father. He is still alive in the interior.’

His face had become slightly moist as, I could feel, had mine. But his now had highlights on the cheeks and the brow.

‘Mr Curtiz, he is alive, sir.’

Skilful witnesses in police cases try to slip one or two lesser known facts into their evidence by the back door to lend credibility to their pleadings. My father had taken the name Lance Curtiz (after a Hollywood director) to give himself a more textured surface when we moved to America. No doubt the library of the Bangunes Times had this on file. I had worked in a newspaper myself during the school holidays. I amused myself by tracing the growth of lies, inaccuracies, myths and reputations. The original story in the cuttings could always be perceived, but invariably distorted with the passage of time. Frederick Ngwenya would have discovered my father’s absurd nom de plume in a file marked BANGUNILAND, TRAVELLERS AND EXPLORERS 1861–1968 (INDEPENDENCE). Mungo Park had visited Banguniland. It had weakened his constitution fatally. Stanley, in his febrile courtship of Livingstone, had passed through the northern corner of Banguniland, and Livingstone himself had written of the Banguni: ‘a people of such prodigious unreliability that it is said even the Arab slaver does not seek to practise his evil commerce in their country.’ Livingstone had a curious attitude to slaves, similar to Jefferson’s.

I looked closely at Ngwenya. He was smiling, but there was nothing sinister about his smile. He expected me to be pleased with his news.

‘You are either a liar or an opportunist, and maybe both. Would you take me to Patel’s now?’

‘Too late. Curfew sir.’

‘What curfew?’

‘Unofficial. Since the President was assassinated.’

This is how you find hard facts in Banguni; the official channels are preoccupied with the occult.

‘What about dinner?’ said Ngwenya slyly. ‘I like lamb chops very much.’
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